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Introduction: Although advances in treatment modalities have improved the survival of head and 
neck (H&N) cancer patients over recent years, survivors’ quality of life (QoL) could be impaired for 
a number of reasons. The investigation of QoL determinants can inform the design of supportive 
interventions for this population.  
Objectives: To examine the QoL of H&N cancer survivors at one year after treatment and to identify 
potential determinants affecting their QoL  
Methods: A systematic search of literature was done in December 2011 in five databases: Pubmed, 
Medline, Scopus, Sciencedirect and CINAHL, using combined search terms ‘head and neck cancer’, 
‘quality of life’, ‘health-related quality of life’ and ‘systematic review’. The methodological qualities 
of selected studies were assessed by two reviewers using predefined criteria. The study 
characteristics and results were abstracted and summarized. 
Results: 37 studies met all inclusion criteria with methodological quality from moderate to high. The 
global QoL of H&N cancer survivors returned to baseline at one year after treatment. Significant 
improvement showed in emotional functioning while physical functioning, xerostomia, 
sticky/insufficient saliva, and fatigue were consistently worse at 12 months compared with baseline. 
Age, cancer sites and stages, social support, smoking, presence of feeding tube are significant QoL 
determinants at 12 months. 
Conclusions: Although the global QoL of H&N cancer survivors recover by 12 months after 
treatment, problems with physical functioning, fatigue, xerostomia and sticky saliva persist. Regular 
assessment should be carried out to monitor these problems. Further research is required to develop 
appropriate and effective interventions for this population. 
 
